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• Violent non-state actors (VNSA) persist in their use of conventional 
attack methods despite the availability of more advanced technology. 
This is puzzling because accepted wisdom states that, if the technology 
is available, an actor will adopt it.  With the easing of technological 
barriers for both state and non-state actors this puzzle is becoming 
more and more relevant. 
• There has been some work in this area by terrorism scholars that 
indicates a continuum of acceptable violence amongst VNSAs that 
ranges from those who conduct limited acts of violence, to the less 
constrained actors who may seek to carry out acts of mass destruction. 
Successful VNSAs can gauge the level of violence that most effectively 
communicates their threat and mitigates the risk of enemy government 
overreaction, while operating within the constraints set by their 
constituencies
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Results
• The findings of the thesis substantiate the idea that 
less constrained actors are more likely to reach for 
destructive capabilities but that the technology that 
they reach for must be consistent with their goals, 
narrative and audience needs.
• With the exception of the Aum Shinrikyo case, 
where there was a stated predilection for advanced 
technologies, each case showed that even when 
actors had the option to pursue advanced 
technologies they chose to continue their use of 
conventional technologies.
• In all three cases the actors constrained themselves 
to the use of technology that was consistent with 
their goals, narrative and audience needs.
The “So What” Next Steps
• Further research into the affect of goals and audience 
needs on a VNSA chosen mode of violence can help to 
identify potential interdiction and influence points 
among the various audiences of violent actors. 
• This understanding has the potential to allow analysts to 
emplace an framework that could prevent reactive 
analysis and impact strategic, operational and tactical 
decisions regarding violent non-state actors.
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Research design
• There is a relationship between the modes of 
violence that a VNSA will use to carry out their 
activities, the constraints placed upon them by 
their disparate audiences, and the need to prevent 
increased enemy government attention. 
• This thesis used the qualitative methodology of 
process tracing, to identify the causal chain 
between how the independent variables of a 
group’s goals and audience needs affected an 
actor’s chosen mode of violence.
• Case studies were selected using the possibility 
principle wherein the “outcome of interest is 
possible.” The cases selected were the Chechen 
separatists; the Covenant, the Sword and the Arm 
of the Lord; and Aum Shinrikyo.
• As the technology acquisition pathway shortens, 
and violent non-state actors have the option to 
more easily obtain high-cost technology, it is vital 
for the intelligence community, policy makers and 
their advisors to establish a reliable predictive 
understanding of which actors will reach for 
advanced technologies and any potential points of 
interdiction or influence. 
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